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INTRODUCTION

Emotional security and self-esteem are two of the more important components of personality.  Without the former, it is impossible to love, trust, respect and appreciate other people, and without the latter, it is impossible to love, trust, respect and appreciate oneself.

Serious social and behavioral problems associated with emotional insecurity and lack of self-esteem may not become obvious until the teen years or beyond.  However, it is during early childhood that the fundamental tendencies form.  These key elements of personality will continue to be influenced, for better or worse, by the winds of fortune throughout the life span; but an individual with strong foundations is likely to weather even the severest storms, whereas someone with weak foundations may succumb to the slightest breeze.

There is no doubt that each child is born with unique characteristics and that all children exhibit different temperamental inclinations right from the start.  However, it is clear that a child’s experiences with other people (particularly his parents) ultimately play a far greater role in shaping his personality than any genetic or biological factors.

In other words, the major portions of a child’s personality begin to develop before the moment of birth.  They progress through a series of stages, with each new step resting upon the former one.  If the lower stages are built wide and firm, they will provide a solid base for whatever comes along later.  If, on the other hand, the lower stages are shaky, the entire structure will become increasingly unstable as time goes by.

Therefore, mothers and fathers have an awesome responsibility to make sure that the roots of their child’s emotional security and self-esteem are well nurtured.  This task may seem even more formidable and intimidating because, for much of the early years, children are largely non-verbal and non-rational.  Parents can – and should – tell their child that he is cherished and explain that he is someone special; but they also must realize and remember that their actions will always speaker louder than their words.
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Fortunately, doing what needs to be done is relatively easy.  In fact, much of what is involved may come naturally to many mothers and fathers; and armed with a little insight and a few simple suggestions, most parents will have no trouble pursuing appropriate policies and practices that will promote the optimal development of their child’s personality.

                                                                                       Michael K. Meyerhoff, Ed.D.

                                                                                       William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS THE FIRST STEP IN NURTURING THE ROOTS OF EMOTIONAL SECURITY AND SELF-ESTEEM?
Starting from the moment of birth it is critical that a baby learn she will be cared for and loved.  On the deepest, most fundamental level, she must understand that she is welcome in the world and that her basic needs will be met.  When a child’s earliest experiences encourage her to count on receiving warmth and nurturing from those around her, she will develop an essential sense of well-being and trust.  This will then serve as the bedrock of her future self-image and interpersonal relationships.  Without it, a child may not be completely comfortable with herself or other people.
HOW DOES ONE TEACH A BABY THE CONCEPT OF TRUST?
Although a new baby is not a particularly sophisticated student, building trust is remarkably simple.  Most parents manage to do it without really thinking about it.  Throughout each day, there are occasions when a baby is suffering physical distress.  She may be hungry.  She may be cold.  He diaper may be wet.  Whatever the problem, she cries.  When she does, her parents usually arrive quickly and do what they can to make her feel better.  This cycle of discomfort/crying/arrival of parents/feeling better is repeated many times.  Consequently, through the prompt nurturing of her physical needs, the child develops the all-important psychological sense of trust.
IF PARENTS RESPOND PROMPTLY ALL THE TIME, WON’T A CHILD BECOME SPOILED?

Because a new baby is not yet capable of truly intentional manipulation, parents need not worry about spoiling her at this point.  They can assume that if their baby cries, she is suffering from some physical discomfort and is in genuine need of services.  However, parents also should know that they are not required to perform perfectly in this regard.  Sometimes their response is delayed, and at other times, they may not know precisely what is wrong.  Nevertheless, as long as the large majority of their child’s cries receive prompt and appropriate responses, she will develop a strong, solid sense of trust.

HOW LONG SHOULD PARENTS RESPOND IN THIS MANNER?
Parents should ALWAYS strive to provide a prompt and appropriate response to any need expressed by their child.  However, after the first three months or so, the child’s mental capacities expand rapidly.  She continues to reply reflexively when she is bored or frustrated.  Eventually, she also uses words and gestures to indicate a variety of desires.  As time passes, parents will have increased leeway with regard to being “prompt.”  Rather than dropping everything and rushing to their child, a proper initial response in non-emergency situations can be something like, “I hear you, but I’m busy right now – you’ll have to wait a minute.”  Furthermore, “meeting the child’s need” may very well mean denying her what she wants on occasion.  The important thing is that the child continues to know that her parents hear and take seriously her expressions.
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WHAT IS THE NEXT MAJOR PHASE IN PERSONALITY DEVELOPMENT?
After seven or eight months, a child generally achieves the capacity for locomotion.  First, he crawls, and then he stands, walks and climbs.  These activities are important because they represent significant physical accomplishments.  In addition, since they enable the child to explore and investigate his world on his own, they represent the first real opportunities for autonomy.  How parents react at this point will determine whether the child develops a healthy sense of pride in achievement and a strong sense of independence or feelings of shame and doubt instead.

HOW CAN PARENTS INSTILL A SENSE OF PRIDE IN ACHIEVEMENT?

As a child struggles to crawl, walk or climb for the first time, he expends a lot of time and effort.  When he succeeds, he feels a sense of physical relief.  Ordinarily, he also experiences an outpouring of excitement and affection from his parents.  His parents greet his first steps, for instance, with cheers and hugs.  After repeated episodes, the child begins to internalize the reactions of his parents.  Sadly, in some families, everyone is too busy to notice or is not interested in what the infant is doing.  As a result, he never learns to be enthusiastic about his accomplishments, and is some cases, the parents perceive the child’s growing abilities as a threat or a bother, and they actually convey displeasure.  Under these circumstances, the child actually learns to be ashamed of his achievements.
HOW SHOULD ONE HANDLE A CHILD’S INDEPENDENCE INITIALLY?

Once a child achieves the capacity to explore and investigate, he does not need prodded into doing so.  He makes many exciting discoveries and derives much pleasure from his autonomy.  Unfortunately, he also is very naïve and can get into a lot of trouble.  Serious mishaps are common at this stage, including the destruction of family treasures.  Therefore, parents should make an effort to lock-up, remove or replace everything that might harm the child, as well as those valuable items he might harm.  In this way, he will be able to exercise his newfound independence fully and freely with minimal problems.

DOES THIS MEAN ONE SHOULD NEVER SAY “NO” TO A CHILD?

Giving a child maximum access to his environment does not mean giving him “total” access.  No matter how well parents safety-proof the house, something will be missed.  There still will be many opportunities to say “no” every day.  When he does something dangerous or his activities unfairly interfere with the rights of others, parents should tell him “no” firmly and remove him from the offending situation.  This is how a child learns appropriate, responsible independence.  However, remember that a child who remains in a playpen or otherwise restricted much of the time will not learn self-confidence, and a child who is subjected to an unsafe environment, and must be told “no” and “don’t touch” all the time, will come to associate his independence with the disapproval of his parents.  Consequently, he will develop severe doubts about anything he tries to do on his own.
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HOW DO THINGS CHANGE WITH THE ONSET OF “NEGATIVISM?”
Toward the end of the second year, a child begins to understand that not only is he independent, but that he has power as well.  It becomes very important to him to exercise that power and to test its limits.  He thus enters the phase of “negativism.”  Before, he may have “innocently” gotten into trouble.  Now, he deliberately violates prohibitions, blatantly ignores instructions, willfully refuses requests and otherwise invites confrontations with his parents at every opportunity.

SHOULD PARENTS LET A CHILD HAVE HIS OWN WAY AT THIS POINT?
Absolutely not!  Again, it is important to teach a child “responsible independence.”  Although he must learn that he is appreciated and respected, he also must learn to respect and appreciate other people.  Therefore, parents should make an effort to give the child opportunities to exercise his personal control appropriately, but make sure that they clearly retain overall control.  This is a little tricky, but it can be done by offering the child suitable options (rather than giving him direct instructions or making direct requests) whenever possible.  For example, in getting him dressed in the morning, instead of saying, “Put on your shirt,” or “Do you want to put your pants on?” one could say, “Do you want to put on your shirt or your pants first?”
WHAT SHOULD ONE DO IF A CONFRONTATION IS UNAVOIDABLE?

If a confrontation occurs (as many inevitably will) parents should not argue or plead, and they definitely should not “give in.”  This would promote uncertainty and selfishness rather than emotional security and self-esteem.  A child needs limits to develop a healthy personality.  Therefore, parents should remove the child from the offending situation and hold him securely with a firm hug for a minute or two.  Eventually, the message will sink in that his personally and socially acceptable behavior will be praised and encouraged but his unacceptable behaviors will not.

SHOULD ONE ADMINISTER PUNISHMENT AT THIS STAGE?

Not being able to do what he wants to do is usually punishment enough at this stage.  As the child gets a little older, use a “time out” chair or room in addition to or instead of the restraining hug, and for slightly longer periods.  Temporary removal of items or suspension of privileges directly related to the offense work as well, but parents must remember that the mind of a young child is not very sophisticated, and that he lives mainly in the “here and now.”  Therefore, punishment that is delayed (“Wait until your father comes home”) or unrelated (“You broke the toy so you cannot have dessert”) will only confuse him.  Furthermore, harsh personal attacks (such as yelling or spanking) will actually teach him that HE is bad or not liked, not that it is merely his actions or behaviors that have produced disapproval.
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HOW LONG WILL THE “BATTLE OF THE WILLS” LAST?
If handled properly, a child should enter his third year with the issue of independence vs. control fairly resolved.  As long as parents continue to concentrate their expressions of disapproval on his actions and behaviors and not on him personally, the child’s emotional security and self-esteem will be nurtured and not threatened.  Parents also should avoid “bearing a grudge.”  Even when their toddler is at the height of “negativism,” they must remember to actively admire his accomplishments and lavishly express affection whenever possible and appropriate.

WILL TOILET TRAINING HAVE A SIGNIFICANT IMPACT ON EMOTIONAL SECURITY AND SELF-ESTEEM?

During this period when a child is learning to be comfortable with his independence and to have pride in his accomplishments, graduating from diapers to the toilet is a major event.  Unfortunately, some parents start the process too early or push too hard and thus threaten the child’s sense of autonomy.  Other parents criticize, punish or humiliate the child for lack of progress or “accidents.”  Under such circumstances, emotional security and self-esteem can be damaged severely.  Therefore, parents should wait until their child demonstrates a genuine capacity to handle all the activities involved, and until he has passed negativism and exhibited a real inclination to participate in the process.
HOW DOES THE GROWTH OF MENTAL ABILITIES PUT EMOTIONAL SECURITY AND SELF-ESTEEM AT RISK?

As a child passes through her third year, she increasingly starts to “think.”  She now can manipulate images and ideas mentally.  She begins to demonstrate capacities for logic, imagination and creativity.  However, it takes time for her to gain the experience necessary to use these new skills properly.  As a result, she may make mistakes.  Parents must take care to be supportive and to preserve her self-image, rather than give her the impression that SHE is the problem.  They should strive to give her the sense that they respect and appreciate her initiative.  They also should avoid constant criticisms, as this could cause her to feel guilty about the products she has put together in her mind.

WHAT IF A CHILD DOES OR SAYS SOMETHING THAT IS CLEARLY BAD OR WRONG?
Once again, it is critical to focus on the child’s actions and behavior and not attack her personally.  It also is important to praise and encourage what is good or right, while correcting or re-directing what is bad or wrong.  For example, if she hits another child who has grabbed her toy, one can say, “I’m glad you tried to protect your rights, but I do not like it when you hit people.  I want you to call for me the next time this happens.”  If a child paints a horse blue in a picture, one can say, “That is a very pretty picture, but I do not think there is such a thing as a blue horse.  How about doing another one in brown or gray?”
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WHAT HAPPENS WHEN A CHILD STARTS SCHOOL?

At this point, emotional security and self-esteem take on a new and extremely essential dimension.  From nursery school through the early grades, a child is instructed in many of the specific skills that will allow her to become a productive member of society.  It is critical she develop a sense of competence and confidence in her ability to master whatever tasks will be required of her.  Inappropriate experiences at this stage may result in feelings of inferiority and self-hatred that last a lifetime.

WHAT TYPICALLY CAN GO WRONG AT THIS STAGE?
Each child has a unique rate and pattern of development.  The “normal” range for the onset of basic capacities that will enable a child to master certain specific skills is very wide.  In any group of children who are roughly the same “chronological” age, there are those who may not be “developmentally” ready for some tasks.  Unfortunately, formal education tends to rely on chronological ages and “average” expectations.  As a result, a child may be confronted prematurely with various requirements, and thus set up for failure.  The child may be mislabeled “stupid,” “learning disabled” or something else that puts the blame on HER, rather than on a system based on somewhat artificial standards and cannot easily accommodate individual differences.

HOW CAN PARENTS CONTINUE TO NURTURE EMOTIONAL SECURITY AND SELF-ESTEEM UNDER THESE CIRCUMSTANCES?

Parents must protect and support their child whenever there are problems in formal school situations.  They must resist the quick application of any label that will condemn their child to lasting stigma.  Very often, simply waiting a few months will solve what initially appeared a major difficulty.  Parents also should fill their child’s days with as many successful experiences as possible.  Instead of focusing on tasks the child has already demonstrated she cannot do, they should see to it that she has opportunities to engage in activities that ARE within her capacities.  Furthermore, they should always make it clear that her temporary inability to perform according to the school’s expectations does not diminish her value as a person or her parents’ love for her.

CAN A CHILD’S PHYSICAL HEALTH AFFECT HER PSYCHOLOGICAL HEALTH?

At each stage of personality development, physical problems can definitely lead to trouble.  A baby with severe colic may be impossible to comfort on occasion.  Diarrhea or constipation can wreak havoc on even the best toilet training strategy.  A child with a genuine disability, such as hearing loss, may be at risk for failure in school situations.  Therefore, if parents are finding it extremely difficult to carry out their nurturing functions, a trip to the pediatrician may be in order.  A timely medical diagnosis and treatment will help prevent or reduce undue interference with the optimal growth of emotional security and self-esteem.
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STAGES IN THE GROWTH OF
EMOTIONAL SECURITY AND SELF-ESTEEM

An individual’s personality develops through a series of stages.  Each new stage rests upon the previous one.  Nurturing the roots of emotional security and self-esteem, and thereby building firm foundations during the early years is essential in ensuring life-long strength and stability.

CONFIDENCE &

COMPETENCE

SELF-RESPECT

& INITIATIVE

INDEPENDENCE

& PRIDE

SECURITY

& TRUST

STAGE ONE: SECURITY & TRUST – During infancy, a child must be taught that he will be cared for and is loved.  If parents provide prompt and comforting services whenever he is in distress, he will learn this lesson on the most fundamental level.  If such services are too slow or irregular, he may never be able to feel fully secure.  As a consequence, a lasting sense of mistrust in other people may be instilled.

STAGE TWO: INDEPENDENCE & PRIDE – As he proceeds through toddlerhood, a child must be taught responsible independence and to have healthy pride in his achievements.  Therefore, parents should provide a safe environment for his explorations and investigations, give him appropriate opportunities to exercise his personal power and, simultaneously, establish and enforce reasonable limits.  In addition, they should be sure to convey excitement and enthusiasm about his ever-increasing accomplishments.  If the child experiences severe restrictions or constant criticisms, or if he receives too little sensible guidance, he may develop lasting doubts about his own abilities, and if his progress does not regularly produce parental appreciation (or actually produces parental disapproval), he may develop a deep sense of shame about himself and his activities.
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STAGE THREE: SELF-RESPECT & INITIATIVE – During the preschool period, a child must be taught that his thoughts and feelings are valued and taken seriously.  If parents respond to his observations and ideas with praise when appropriate, and gentle correction when necessary, he will learn to have respect for himself and develop a solid sense of initiative.  Constant criticism or regular ridicule, on the other hand, may cause him to place little stock in himself and feel chronically guilty about the products of his own mind.
STAGE FOUR: CONFIDENCE & COMPETENCE – As he proceeds through nursery school, kindergarten and the early elementary grades, a child must be taught that he can be a productive member of society.  If parents and teachers support his earnest efforts and see to it that he experiences success on a regular basis, he will develop strong self-confidence and a solid sense of competence.  Conversely, routine neglect and repeated failure may instill personal uncertainty and a deep-felt feeling of inferiority.
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METHODS OF NURTURING THE ROOTS

OF EMOTIONAL SECURITY AND SELF-ESTEEM

During the early years, mothers and fathers play a crucial role in shaping their child’s personality.  The following are some policies and practices parents should consider adopting to ensure the healthy growth of their child’s emotional security and self-esteem.
· Kiss, hug, cuddle and coo with your child often and without inhibition.

· Provide prompt comforting services whenever your child indicates physical distress.

· When your child calls for attention due to boredom, frustration or some other non-emergency situation, always acknowledge her visually or verbally as soon as possible (even if it is appropriate to delay or refrain from the in-person provision of services).

· Give your child maximum opportunities to exercise her abilities and exert her personal power without causing harm to herself or to others.

· Do not be afraid to set reasonable limits on your child’s behavior and activities, and be firm, consistent and persistent in applying them.

· Show abundant enthusiasm and give lavish encouragement for even the simplest and most basic accomplishments of your child.
· Set appropriate expectations for conduct and reasonable evaluations of your child; DO NOT require her to measure up to adult standards.

· Get a sense of your child’s perspective by imagining yourself at her age and in her situation.

· Communicate your expectations and evaluations clearly in language your child can understand.

· Avoid making completely negative judgments; look for something to praise or reinforce even when your child misbehaves or fails.

· Praise your child in public, but try to reprimand her in private.

· Generalize when talking about your child’s positive behavior, but be specific when discussing her negative behavior.
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· Take the time to listen to your child’s observations and opinions, even if you are already sure about a decision or course of action.

· Let your child know you are open to her input and will take her thoughts and feelings seriously, even if you disagree with or decide against them.

· Be generous and enthusiastic with praise and encouragement, but be sparing and gentle with criticism and corrections.

· To the extent possible and appropriate, remove obstacles in your child’s environment that will lead to failure and build in supports that will maximize success.

· Be careful to offer your child the proper amount of help (not too much or too little) by asking her how much she needs rather than simply making assumptions.

· Be a positive role model for your child by exhibiting security, pride, independence and confidence in yourself.

· Repeatedly tell your child that you love her unconditionally; remind her that although you may disapprove of her ACTIONS of the moment, you still cherish, respect and appreciate HER.

· Laugh WITH your child as often as possible, but avoid laughing AT her.
· Teach your child to appreciate and respect other people who are “different,” so she will appreciate and respect herself if others perceive her as “different”.

· Take the time to explain applications of adult authority; avoid saying, “Because I said so” or “Because your teacher said so.”
· Avoid making constant comparisons between your child and her siblings or peers (especially if they are disparaging); let her know that her own potential is the only valid standard by which she should be judged.

· DO NOT allow your child to be caught in an emotional tug-of-war between her parents; make it clear that marital problems and disputes have NOTHING to do with her.

· Teach your child that “happiness” or “success” is a JOURNEY toward a goal, rather than only the ARRIVAL at that goal.
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NON-PARENTAL INFLUENCES ON
EMOTIONAL SECURITY AND SELF-ESTEEM

Many people other than his mother and father may significantly influence the roots of a child’s emotional security and self-esteem (for better or worse).  It is impossible for parents to protect their child from bad experiences completely.  However, they should be aware of the potential for problems and prepared to take appropriate precautions under certain conditions.

BROTHERS AND SISTERS – Jealousy and rivalry, especially between closely spaced siblings, can become very intense.  As a result, a child may be exposed to extreme hostility on a regular basis.
GRANDPARENTS AND OTHER RELATIVES – Despite good intentions, these people sometimes may be insensitive to relevant issues.  Unless made aware and reminded, they may inadvertently subvert (or at least fail to support) various parental policies and practices.
BABYSITTERS, NANNIES AND DAYCARE PERSONNEL – Especially during infancy, it is critical to make sure that substitute caregivers know the importance of prompt nurturing and are capable of providing it.  Furthermore, their efforts regarding safety-proofing, limit-setting, toilet training, etc. should be carefully coordinated with those of the parents.
TEACHERS – Home/school cooperation is essential, as even the best teachers may find it difficult to provide every child with the sort of individual attention necessary to ensure minimal failure and maximum success in learning experiences.  Additionally, given their tremendous role in the child’s life, it is important to monitor their appropriate use of praise and criticism carefully.
COACHES AND PLAYGROUND SUPERVISORS – Unfortunately, not all such people are fully aware of how important it is to make “trying your best” rather than “winning” the top priority when introducing a child to sports and games.
PEERS – The opinions of age mates play a role in shaping a child’s emotional security and self-esteem (although less so during infancy and toddlerhood than adolescence).  The potential for negative impact is particularly strong if the child is perceived as significantly different from those around him.
TELEVISION AND MOVIES – It is not necessary for a child to experience something personally for it to affect his emotional security and self-esteem.  He may occasionally have a “vicarious” reaction when seeing something happen to someone on the screen, particularly if the person is similar to him and the event is highly dramatic.
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SIGNS THAT
SOMETHING MAY BE WRONG

The following are some common symptoms associated with problems in the growth of emotional security and self-esteem.  Parents should note that, in most cases, a certain amount of such behavior for a short period is normal.  Furthermore, some behaviors that are alarming at later ages are not a concern at earlier ages.  Therefore, special attention and assistance may be required only when these behaviors become clearly inappropriate and truly excessive and persistent.
· EATING DISTURBANCES – Persistent refusal to eat, chronic over-eating or continual eating of non-food materials

· SLEEPING DISTURBANCES – Persistent resistance to going to sleep, chronic restlessness or interrupted sleep, chronic excessive sleep or regular nightmares

· TOILETING DISTURBANCES – Persistent refusal to eliminate, regular intentional “accidents,” enuresis (involuntary wetting) or encopresis (involuntary soiling)

· SPEECH DISTURBANCES – Prolonged and persistent stammering or stuttering or elective mutism (chronic refusal to speak except to only a few family members and only when absolutely necessary)

· HABIT DISORDERS – Prolonged or excessive thumb sucking, nail biting, hair pulling, head banging, rocking or tics

· ANTISOCIAL CONDUCT – Chronic lying, persistent stealing, constant calling attention to oneself or excessive aggression

· SELF-LIMITING CONDUCT – persistent phobias (irrational and inappropriate fears of specific people, places or things), chronic anxiety (excessive and prolonged feelings of general apprehension or irritability), obsessive-compulsive activities, chronic depression, routine domination by peers, constant avoidance of new activities, persistent under-achievement or chronic self-consciousness
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION
Nurturing the roots of emotional security and self-esteem is critical to ensure a child’s healthy personality development.  Fortunately, most parents do much of what needs to be done naturally.  Nonetheless, it is always wise to be prepared to cope with any problems that may arise as quickly as possible.  The following is a list of local professionals and national agencies to contact for information or assistance.
LOCAL PROFESSIONALS

PEDIATRICIAN – Medical professionals can help detect and treat physical problems that may make nurturing psychological development difficult.

Telephone #

CHILD PSYCHOLOGIST – Mental health professionals can assist parents in formulating appropriate nurturing strategies, as well as in dealing with any significant problems that may occur.

Telephone #

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATOR – Daycare, preschool, nursery school, kindergarten and early elementary teachers also can assist in the formulation of appropriate strategies.  In addition, they can help parents ensure their child’s smooth transition from the home environment to formal school situations.

Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

National Association for Self-Esteem

www.self-esteem-nase.org
Nemours Foundation
www.kidshealth.org
Center for Effective Parenting

www.parenting-ed.org
Institute of HeartMath
www.heartmath.org
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